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COLONEL THOIdJiS BUTLBE AND GENBEAL WIL- 
KINSON'S "EOUNDHBAD OEDEE." 

General James Wilkinson, commanding the army of the 
United States, on the 30th of April, 1801, issued an order 
prescribing the mode of wearing the hair for both officers 
and privates, and also the fashion of cap, in which every- 
thing like ornament was severely disregarded. It was for 
a long time known in the army as the " Roundhead Order." 
The real object of the order was the abolishment of the 
" queue," or " pigtail" as it was more vulgarly styled then, 
and from time almost immemorial in fashion. Gentlemen 
in service, of the old school and of fixed habits, resented 
the innovation, and many officers positively refused to obey 
the order. Among these was Colonel Thomas Butler, of 
the Second Infantry. He was of that noted family of 
brothers — the "five Butler brothers of Pennsylvania" — 
who figure so prominently in our military annals, many 
of whose descendants are yet living, and with a just pride 
cherish their memory and fame. 

He (born in 1754) was a captain in the Revolution, and 
was wounded in the battle of Monmouth ; was in St. Clair's 
defeat, and there twice wounded. The gallant officer as- 
serted his right to wear his hair as he pleased, and refused 
to obey General Wilkinson's order, denouncing it as im- 
pertinent, arbitrary, and illegal. He was arrested, court- 
martialled and sentenced to be reprimanded. This done, 
he resumed the command of his regiment (then stationed 
in Louisiana), but continued to defy the order. 

A second time he was placed in arrest and court-mar- 
tialled ; but the story of his contumacy is best told in a series 
of letters addressed by him to General Andrew Jackson, a 
connection by marriage, from which we make the following 
extracts : 
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Quarters 10 miles from Orleans, 
Octr 15* 1804. 

I arrived at this place a few days since after a journey the 
most fatiguing I ever experienced. The distress of Orleans 
is great indeed. The Yellow Fever rages with uncommon 
virulence. . . . The troops are encamped eight miles from 
town. I have deemed it prudent to take up my quarters 
detached from either place, nor do I mean to enter the city 
until after the first frosts, which may be soon expected. 

Having received no letter since my arrival from the Gen- 
eral [Wilkinson] I can give you very little information rela- 
tive to his determination to enforce the order for cropping 
the hair. From every thing I can learn, his determination 
is to arrest me ; a few posts will decide the business, and 
you shall be duly informed of the whole as soon as possible 
thereafter. . . . 

Octo 25 1804. 

The following I have extracted from a letter of General 
Wilkinson to the Officers and command at Orleans, dated 
the 17"" of June : " The general order respecting Colonel 
Butler has received the cordial approbation of our superiors, 
though some of his partisans, equally ignorant and zealous, 
have made a feeble attempt to combat principles which cannot 
be shaken. The destination of this officer seems, as yet un- 
decided. The Secretary of War had arrested his progress 
at Tennessee, but I shall, I believe, repeat the order for his 
descent of the Mississippi." 

Also in a letter from the General to the commandant at 
Orleans I find the following paragraph, which I also state 
for your perusal : " August 31, 1804, Colo. Butler has signi- 
fied to me, by letter dated the S"" ult., his intention to pro- 
ceed to New Orleans to take the command agreably to my 
orders, and to prevent trouble, perplexity, and further in- 
jury to the service. I hope he will leave his tail behind him." 

Unless the President & heads of departments have advo- 
cated the conduct of the General, (which I can hardley sup- 
pose,) the foregoing can be considered in no higher point 
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of view than the bombast of the General arising from 
chagrin. 

I have assumed command of the troops in Lower Louis- 
iana and shall proceed in the duties appertaining thereto, 
independent of any considerations except that of duty ; and, 
until I receive the Greneral's answer to my letter of the 24* 
of August, wherein I gave him to understand that I should 
not conform to the order of 30"' April 1801. As soon as I 
receive his answer you may rely on receiving the whole in 
detail. If the General has received the countenance of the 
President of the United States, and of the heads of depart- 
ments, an arrest will be the consequence. 

If that should not be the case, it will pass off in a puff, 
and he will be convinced that I do not copy his example in 
always leaving my tail behind me. . . . 

City of Orleans, Novr. 20* 1804. 
Dear Sir : Last evening I was arrested by the General in 
the manner following : 

" Headqtjabtbrs, Feedekicktown, 
" Maryland, Oetr. lO"" 1804. 

" Sir : Your letter of the M"" of August has come to hand. Like that 
of the S"" of June which you addressed to the Secretary of War, it will 
receive all the consideration to which it is entitled. On the receipt of 
this you are to consider yourself in arrest, and will conform your conduct 
accordingly. 

[Signed] "James Wilkinson." 

Thus, my worthy friend, you see that I am still perse- 
cuted. I have only a moment just to state the case. By 
next mail probably he may deign to let me know the 
charge, which you shall be immediately furnished with, 
when I shall have to call on my friends for their assistance 
to have the case stated to the President, as I presume the 
avenues to the President are shut against me as the com- 
munication which I sent him before I left Tennessee, as 
you advised, has not been answered. Surely the President 
will not tamely look on and see an officer borne down in 
this way, by oppressive journeyings; if so, then have I 
faithfully served my country for nothing. 
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New Orleans, Deer 17, 1804. 

I had the honor and pleasure of receiving your esteemed 
favor of the 16* ulto. 

Your kind attention and that of my friends in Tennessee, 
merits my sincere acknowledgments. I am extreamely 
anxious to have a letter from the Hon'ble Dr. Dickson,^ as 
he will have an opportunity of discovering whether this act 
of the General's is countenanced by the Executive, or heads 
of Departments, which I can hardly suppose. 

I had written on the 28"' ulto to the Secretary of War, 
requesting a speedy trial. Should he not answer my letter, 
I shall really conclude that my case is prejudged and settled 
beforehand. . . . 

My mind is superior to all kind of distress, but that of 
tender ties. I have met with marked attention from the 
Governor. I have not suffered my usual prudence to 
abandon me. I know the maliciousness of that man 
[Wilkinson]. His object would be to collect something to 
tack to his " cropping" charge. 

Deer 31^' 1804. 

You will observe by the enclosure the state of my case, 
and that the General is determined to harass and oppress 
me until his malignant disposition is satisfied. I should 
feel but little uneasiness under his persecution had I not 
reason to suppose that he was countenanced in it by men in 
office. For the honor of my country, as well as of human 
nature, I hope I may be deceived in this idea. Be that as 
it may, General, I am sensible that power can only oppress 
for a time; principle must ultimately rise superior to 
tyranny. 

I have frequently written to my friends at Washington 
and have not had a line from that quarter since the meet- 
ing of Congress, and from the shortness of its session any 
enemy will gain his object by keeping back my trial until 
the session is over. If the General is countenanced in this 
persecution it is with a design to force me out of the ser- 
vice ; a short time will develope the business. 

^ Then a representative in Congress from Tennessee. 
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As the General means to raise his second charge on the 
sentiments expressed in my letter to him of the 24"" August 
last, I will transcribe it for your perusal : 

" Nashville, Aug 24 1804. 

" SiE : By last mail I received a duplicate of your letter of the 9'" 
ulto . . . informed me that mine of June 5"" to the Honorable Secre- 
tary of War had already been submitted to you and contents noted. 

" The subject matter of that letter required an open and decisive an- 
swer ; as I had therein announced my determination not to conform to 
the iirst part of the order of the 1" of February 1804 (so far as related 
to cropping the hair), and had the order been correctly recited in your 
letter of July 9, 1 should have reiterated in mine of the 6"" inst. my de- 
termination not to conform to the first part of that order, having ever 
considered the order of April SO* 1801 as an arbitrary infraction of my 
natural rights, and a non-compliance on my part not cognizable by the 
articles of war. A correct recitation of that order would have drawn 
forth my refusal to conform to the first part, and enabled you to have 
taken such measures to enforce obedience as you might have deemed 
expedient; and probably have saved me the fatigues of a journey of 
which I complained to the Hon'ble Secretary of War as vexatious. 

" Notwithstanding the obstacles which I perceive in my way, yet I 
flatter myself that I shall in due time surmount them all, therefore per- 
mit me to inform you, sir, that I shall commence my journey to the City 
of Orleans by land (the only alternative left me) on Tuesday the SS"" 
inst., and in order that a decision may be obtained as to the legality of 
that order, it becomes necessary for me to inform you that I shall not 
conform the cut of my hair to the General Order of April 30'% 1801." 

The foregoing was my answer to the General. I am not 
afraid of my ability to defend myself on this or on any other 
charge he may prefer, provided I have an intelligent Court. 

Orleans, Jan 28* 1805. 

The last mail having been cut open on the road to this 
place, has caused the failure of this day's post, and I have 
cause to believe that sundry letters to me from the City of 
Washington had been taken out. I received one from Dr. 
Dickson, wherein he observes that a resolution then lay on 
the table to enquire into the state of the military, the object 
of which was to keep up the General Stafi". 

I am extremely anxious to hear from Washington, but 
shall have to pass over one other anxious week. 
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The Hon'ble Secretary will not deign to answer one of 
my letters. I have little donbt that he is my enemy, and if 
the address of the General has not had its influence in the 
mind of the President, the other will not aflfect me much. 
Do, my worthy friend, give me all the information in your 
power from time to time. Be assured I am too proud to 
sink under this persecution, and a day of retribution must 
come round, and that before long. 

FoET Adams Apl 17 1805. 
Last evening I received the charges as exhibited by the 
General, which I shall state for your information ; they are 
as follows : 

" Head Qdaetees, Washington, 
" Febraary U", 1805. 

" SiE : The following are the transgressions for which you are arrested, 
and must hold yourself in readiness to answer to a military tribunal : 

" Charge 1" : Wilful, obstinate and continued disobedience of the gen- 
eral order of the SO"" of April 1801, for regulating the cut of the hair, and 
also disobedience of the orders of the 1" of Febraary 1804. Specifica- 
tion : By refusing to conform the cut of your hair to the General Order 
of the 80"' of April 1801 as directed in the order of the 1°' of February 
1804, and contumaciously resisting the authority of the order after you 
had been tried by a general Court Martial, found guilty of the disobedi- 
ence of the General Order of the SO"" of April, 1801, and sentenced to be 
reprimanded in general orders. 

" Charge 2""* : Mutinous conduct. Specification : By appearing publicly 
in command of the troops, at the City of New Orleans, with your hair 
qiteied, in direct and open violation of the general order of the 30"* of 
April 1801, and of the 1" of February, 1804, thereby giving an example 
of disrespect and contempt to the orders and authority of the command- 
ing General, tending to dissever the bonds of military subordination, to 
impair the force of those obligations by which military men are bound 
to obedience, and to excite a spirit of sedition and mutiny in the Army 
of the United States." 

These are the charges to which I am to plead on the 10"" 
of May, at the City of Orleans, to which place I shall pro- 
ceed in a few days. 

On the 25* of last February I requested permission of the 
Hon'ble Secretary of "War to return to Tennessee as soon as 
my trial should close, but, from the treatment I have re- 
ceived, I have little expectation to obtain that privilege, as 
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he has not answered a single letter addressed to him on my 
present case. Therefore the presumption is strong that I 
shall be ordered to remain until the General may think 
proper to return the proceedings. The 15"' of October was 
the date of my arrest, and to say that the Court will convene 
on the 10* of May (which I doubt) will be a lapse of seven 
months. If the Secretary of War had been friendly to- 
wards me he would not have suffered me to remain so long 
in arrest without a trial. But do not be uneasy. I shall 
adhere to my old principles, the laws of my country, but 
should their protection be withheld by design, I shall defend 
myself. . . . 

Orleans June 9** 1805. 

I awaited with great impatience the arrival of this day's 
mail, in hope to ascertain when my court would convene, 
but without effect. I believe the order for convening the 
Court on the 10* of May was merely to amuse. 

I am now persuaded that the President of the Court and 
the members from the upper posts are not to leave their 
stations until the General descends the river to school them, 
as there is not the smallest information of their being on 
the river. 

I have no doubt but it would be a blessing were the cli- 
mate and disease of the city to take me out of the way. I 
could not have supposed the President would have looked 
on and seen me treated in the manner that I have been ; 
nor has the Secretary of War answered my letters soliciting 
his permission to visit Tennessee when my trial is closed. 

I have no doubt of a wish existing to put me out of ser- 
vice — but I am determined not to go, and unless the pro- 
tection of the laws of my country are withheld, I shall 
protect myself. 

Orleans July 8, 1805. 

You will no doubt expect to hear from me. You must 
know that under every disadvantage I named a President 
and put myself on trial on arrival of as many oflGicers as 
would compose the Court, determining to have a trial, rest- 
ing the case on the illegality of the orders. 
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What tbe fate may be is hard to say. Every stratagem 
has been used to gain a verdict against me, but before an 
intelligent Court I should have nothing to fear. My defense 
placed the whole subject matter in so clear a point of view, 
that let the decision be as it may my friends will, I am sure, 
approbate my conduct and principles. 

This day, Mr. Brown, Judge Advocate, replied to my de- 
fense ; to-morrow I give in a rejoinder, which will close the 
business. You shall as soon as possible have a copy of my 
defense. I mean to leave the city on "Wednesday for a farm 
which my nephew has just purchased on the Coast about 
seven leagues from this place, where I presume I shall have 
to remain until the General may think proper to return the 
proceedings, as the Secretary of War has not deigned to 
answer my applications to visit Tennessee when the Court 
was over. 

Orleans July IS*^ 1805. 

I have now the honor to forward for your perusal a copy 
of my defense which I will thank you to confide to a few 
friends as it might be considered improper to let it pass to 
the world until the proceedings had passed to the proper 
department for approval. The points on which I founded 
my defense are generally stated and with an intelligent 
Court must have secured a verdict in my favor. But this 
I have no hopes of receiving, for if I have any knowledge 
of countenances I think I discovered a fixed determination 
in a majority of the Court to legalize the order in the face 
of a positive act of Congress and a precedent set by an order 
by the Marquis de la Fayette, and a decision of the Secre- 
tary of the Navy in the case of Dr. William Rogers, proves 
incontestably that an illegal order may be resisted. 

I should not have consented to go to trial under the un- 
favorable circumstances that I was obliged to do, had I seen 
any possible mode of gaining a fair trial ; as the General 
had nominated every member, and kept back those whom 
he doubted of. He even put two of my former court on 
the present. But I can not express to you the base intrigue 
to gain a verdict against me ; and although I can not speak 
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positively as to the decision, yet I have no expectation that 
it is otherwise than as I have stated. 

I have not time to say half what I wish to say to you, nor 
would it be prudent. The Court would not receive as tes- 
timony the extract from the President's letter you sent me, 
nor would I be permitted to prove the illegal orders as cited 
in my defense. But, sir, as soon as the decision is known, 
I shall advise with you on the proper steps to be taken to 
procure redress, as I never will submit to so degrading an 
act where the laws should secure me. 

Summer Eesidence, Eight Leagues from Orleans, 
Aug 26* 1805. 

. . . You request me if possible to give you a feature 
of the decision of the Court in my trial. This I hinted at 
in my last, but it is impossible to give a correct idea as to 
what the sentence will be, and it will be some time yet be- 
fore the decision is fully known. However, Sir, I do not 
expect to be disappointed as to the result, as I thought I 
could discover that the General had established so decided 
an influence over a majority of the Court, and my only 
object in putting myself on trial under such degrading and 
unfavorable circumstances was to have it in my power (with 
the assistance of my friends) to lay a statement of my case 
before Congress at their next session ; as I well knew if I 
declined coming to trial under every disadvantage imposed 
upon me by the General that he would procrastinate it and 
throw the blame on myself, and by that means defeat my 
•object. 

These were my reasons, Sir, for going to trial under 
every possible disadvantage, and if a majority of the Court 
has decided against me their decision is founded on the let- 
ter of the order, and consequently absurd ! 

Thence arises the necessity of laying the subject before 
Congress at their next session ; who will no doubt not only 
conceive it a duty to inquire into the lawfulness of the gen- 
eral order of 30"" April 1801, but also into the arbitrary 
persecution with which I have been goaded for upwards of 
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two years. But I have this pleasing reflection, General, that 
I am certain every independent and virtuous American will 
spurn with contempt such baseness, and view it as calcu- 
lated to destroy the principles and cut asunder the sinews of 
our Government. 

Shall we never assume a National character ? Are we to 
be eternally loaded with the arbitrary customs of Europe ? 
Is it not evident that the principles on which our Govern- 
ment is founded, the rules and regulations as established by 
law for the government of the army as well as custom in the 
Revolutionary war, are all with me on this occasion ? Nor 
do I doubt of having the approbation of all my fellow citi- 
zens who have the future welfare of the country at heart, as 
respects my conduct in this case. 

I ask. General, must not the cause be radically wrong 
whose mover reduced to the pitiful necessity of artfully in- 
troducing long and labored communications from the disci- 
ples of Marshall Saxe, in order to bewilder the Court, and 
prevent an investigation of the lawfulness of the general 
order of the 30* of April 1801 on which the charges against 
me were based ? Has not one of them (whom the General 
styles to the last army commanded by General Washington) 
told us in the language of despotism : " His inferiors have 
nothing left to their discretion — they must obey." Yes they 
must obey what the articles of War call "lawful com- 
mands." And I will here venture to observe that there 
never was, and I hope there never will be a Senate of the 
United States that would, by and with their advice and con- 
sent, place any man at the head of the American Army 
avowing such principles. Now, sir, let these gentlemen, 
who were so alert in mounting their war horses at the sound 
of the General's trumpet, lay their hands on their breasts 
and say, was it either lawful or honorable to give an opinion 
whilst a trial was pending ? 

But do you believe, or even suppose, Sir, that Americans 
would submit to shave their heads and wear black or gray 
lamb-skin caps, as Marshall Saxe recommended ? Let those 
who admire and subscribe to the vagaries of Saxe answer 
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that question. They will doubtless tell us that he has been 
considered a great man ; but let them have it so, as they 
will have to acknowledge at the same time that he was 
visionary ; fond of display and little in many things. 

I would here ask the General and the admirers of Saxe 
what would be the fate of a Greneral in the Prussian Service 
who would have dared by an order to crop off the queues 
of the troops under his command and substitute the Mar- 
shal's lamb-skin cap in opposition to the established regula- 
tions of his King ? It would not require the second sight 
of a North Briton to discover what the fate of that General 
would be under Old Fritz. And shall a General in the 
American Army assert with impunity such a power, in open 
violation of the laws and established regulations? I shall 
never bring myself to believe that the legitimate authority 
of our country will suffer so dangerous a precedent to be 
established in the United States. 

I shall close this letter with one other remark on the con- 
duct of the General in putting into action his plans in order 
to gain his point. A few weeks previous to the commence- 
ment of my trial, he wrote to the commanding officer at 
New Orleans : " You will be pleased to say to the gentle- 
men of the corps that the President of the United States, 
without any public expression, has thought proper to adopt 
our fashion of the hair by cropping." Now, Sir, I can not 
believe or even suppose that the President of the United 
States would stoop to such an expedient in order to obtain 
a verdict against me ! But if he has parted with his locks, 
and authorized the General to use his name for the purpose 
before mentioned, it would astonish me indeed, and for the 
honour of my country I hope and trust that it is not the 
case. Should it unfortunately be so, it would establish this 
position, that the President was sensible of the illegality 
of the order of the 30"' of April 1801, and that by crop- 
ping his hair, and adding his weight to that of the General's 
it might probably reconcile the army and prevent the Na- 
tional Legislature from investigating the illegality of the 
order and of the General's conduct towards me. I fear that 
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I have tried your patience with the length of this letter, but 
as it may be of some importance to the interests of our 
country to throw as much light as possible on a subject 
founded in tyranny, I shall from time to time take the 
liberty of stating to you such matters as have occurred 
through the course of this unprecedented persecution. 

Within a fortnight after the date of this letter (September 
7, 1805) Colonel Butler lay dead of yellow fever. He re- 
alized the " blessing of being taken away by the climate 
and disease" of the country, of which he spoke in his letter 
of June 9, previous. The result of the court-martial which 
had given him so great trouble and anxiety has never 
transpired. 



